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=
COMMENTARY

C'OURSES IN ECONOMICS
S HOUL D BE REQUIRED
Robert D. Coston
In a time of great economic controversy, the usual commentary is normally directed toward major economic problems, their solutions or possible criticism of misdirected
economic policy. But after considering the problems of recession and inflation and which should receive major economic emphasis. I have decided to refrain from the usual and
comment on what may, it seems to me, be a more significant,
far-reaching problem.
The problem is the inadequate understanding by the
average indiYidual of our economic system, its problems, and
our problem solving capability (i. e. the lack of economic
understanding). Results of studies. both past and recent, support this statement. Most individuals do not understand the
most fundamental tools of monetary and fiscal policy (ask
yourself what they are). And it is not their fault.
Here is the reason, and a partial solution. As a teacher
of economics, I am continually frustrated to see the lack of
concern on the part of many students and student advisors
toward acquiring some basic knowledge of our economic system and how it works. It seems that most feel that they
can function effectively without any basic study of our economic system.
But even if we could change this attitude at the college
level, this would only be a partial solution. Since the average
individual does not have a colle.((e degree, we must also look
below this level for the solution. If the general populace
is to be more knowledgeable about our economic situation,
some education must begin at the public school level.
I have often heard that we are attracted by what we
fear the most. But in the case of economics cou·rses this is
not true. Many seem to be afraid of the entire realm of economics and, therefore, avoid it if possible.
At the college level, some blame may be placed on the
teachers of introductory economics courses who confront the
student with such a mass of diverse data that it may be incomprehensible to him. But to others, students outside the
School of Business, "economics" is a course to avoid. Why
is this so? I think our basic instincts make us afraid of many
things we are uncertain of.
Many student advisors have not been exposed to econo-
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mies courses and, therefore, I feel, are not likely to advise
thei: students_ to follow a path that diverges from their own.
Until economics courses are required, there may be nothing
that can be done at the college level.
A closer look at the problem reinforces the belief that
the solution is at the pre-col.lege level. We must teach economics in the public schools. Students do not seem to fear
English. history, or math when they enter college. The reason is that they have been exposed to these areas and realize
that. although difficult to some, they are important areas
of necessary study and are not insurmountable.
But economics! It is much different. Normally if a student has been exposed to economics at the high school level
or below. it has been through a social studies course. This
tiny degree of economics may be a prime example of a little
knowledge doing a lot of harm. This manner of teaching
economics seems to turn the students off. Those students
who do go on to college already have a preconceived bias
against economics courses.
So what we need are complete courses in economics
taught in the public schools. At the high school !eve.I, they
should be required for graduation.

In past years there has been an insufficient number of
economics courses offered in the high schools. But there are
some signs that a change is occurring. Recently the State of
North Carolina's General Assembly passed a law requiring
high school teachers to instruct their students in the free
enterprise system.
And in the State of Georgia the trend is to offer more
economics courses in the high schools not because of a concerned body pushing for such a change. but because of the
adoption of the quarter s~·stem by many public schools. The
quarter system allows a school to offer a more diverse curricula. And many schools are adding an economics course.

In a study recently undertaken of a sample of school
systems in Georgia, it was found that 61.5 percent of the ~esponding school systems stated they included an economics
course in their curriculum. Nine percent stated that an economics course was required for graduation. The study did not
determine the number of students in the courses, or how
often they were taught. Not very often must be th~ c~se,
for a not-so-random check of first quarter college prrnc1ple
of economics students reveals that very few have had such
a high school course.
I realize that many of us are spending many seemingly
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fruitless hours trying to promote economics education. But
this continuous effort, along with the trend toward a more
diversified high school curriculum and some legislative help,
has begun to produce noticeable progress. I feel that once
we have gained a better grasp and higher awareness of our
economic system and problems, the American populace will
command more respect from economic policy makers. Hopefully, this accountability will result in more responsible monetary and fiscal action.
Dr. Coston is Associate Proressor of Economics and Chairman, Department of Economics in the School of Business, Georgia Southern
College.
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